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materials in the hope that your Committee will refrain from legislating on this topic, an action
that will surely impede the necessary flow of information about the activities of government to
the press and the public.

ASNE opposes any legislation that would result in criminal penalties for any non-
governmental individual, including a reporter or other representative of the media, who receives
classified or other national security information from a government employee. We also oppose
legislation that would increase the breadth and/or depth of penalties imposed upon governmert
employees for “leaking” such information.

Newspapers have long recognized the inherent tension regarding unauthorized
disclosures of information from anonymous SOUrces. Leaks can be dangerous to national
security. However, it is just as certain that they can serve the public interest in many ways
including making our nation more secure. This is the reason that the practice of disclosing
information to the press and public will never entirely cease.

Nor will the press cease to rely on anonymous whistleblowers as sources for information.
But here is a dirty little secret: the press relies on anonymous sources for information not
because it wants to, but because it has to. A newspaper’s main asset is its credibility in the eyes
of its readers. Readers instantly question that credibility when sources for key information are
not identified. But some stories are just too important to withhold. If a source with valuable
information is proven to be trustworthy, but will only speak on condition that his or her identity
remain secret, it is ultimately the editor who will have to decide whether the public’s right to
know is furthered by running the story. There are few, if any, decisions that are harder for a

newspaper editor to make.



As sure as the post-September 11 world has changed the job of those charged with
safeguarding national security information, so too has it changed the job of those charged with
reporting on that information. Decisions regarding the utilization of anonymous sources, what
information shou!ld be included in a story —even whether a story should run at all for fear of
compromising national security interests — require different considerations than they did 5 years
ago. The nation’s newspaper editors struggle to adapt to this changing environment. A thorough
self-examination of editorial and reporting processes has begun and continues.

As part of this self-examination, the American Society of Newspaper Editors joined with
the McCormick Tribune Foundation to convene 40 editors, reporters, lawyers, educators and
members of the public at a conference outside Chicago in November 2005. Entitled “Newsroom
Ethics and Standards,” the three day conference examined several issues related to the use of
anonymous sources, ranging from existing and proposed newsroom standards regarding the use
of anonymous sources and the information they provide, to the training of the next generation of
America’s journalists, to the pros and cons of a federal shield law to assist reporters in protecting
the anonymity of a source. The resulting 93 page report entitled “Anonymous Sources:
Pathways and Pitfalls” is a testament to the serious soul-searching that is presently occurring
within the newspaper industry on the topic of leaks. Portions of that report are attached as part
of this submission. These analyses, published articles and interviews with editors reflect the
efforts of newspaper editors to report information accurately, fairly and without damaging
national security interests. The entire published report will be made available to any Member of
Congress upon request.

Ultimately, the lesson to be learned from the “Newsroom Ethics and Standards”

conference and the “Anonymous Sources: Pathways and Pitfalls” report is that newspaper editors



share many of your concerns regarding the unauthorized disclosure of information and want to
make sure that traditional sources and methods of newsgathering are used as often as possible.
Newsroom standards, guidelines and training practices are being rewritten to achieve this goal.
We ask that Congress refrain from any legislative solutions that might raise serious First
Amendment questions until it is certain that the problem is not being adequately handled from
within the media.

We thank you for holding this hearing and thank you for your consideration of our views.

Sincerely,

David A. Zeeck
President
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The first steps toward unity in action

ON THE MORNING OF NOV. 2, 2005, TWO NOTEWORTHY
EVENTS OCCURRED.

Under the byline of reporter Dana Priest, the
Washington Post published a long Page 1 expose of the
Central Intelligence Agency’s network of secret foreign
prisons for captured Al Qaeda operatives. The story
identified none of its sources by name. The reasons were
obvious almost from the outset.

This “hidden global internment network,” Priest wrote
in the story’s third paragraph, depends on “keeping even
basic information about the system secret from the pub-
lic, foreign officials and nearly all members of Congress
charged with overseeing the CIA’s covert actions”” Indeed,
so important was this secrecy to the Bush administration
that, it was revealed later, administration officials had met
with Post editors to try to dissuade them from running
the story. (The newspaper did agree not to name the
European countries where prisons were located.)

Meanwhile, more than 700 miles to the north and
west of Washington in the western suburbs of Chicago,
the second event occurred. Participants in the ASNE-
MeCormick Tribune Foundation conference on
Newsroom Ethics and Standards gathered for their first
session at Cantigny, once the country estate of legendary
Chicago Tribune editor and publisher Robert R.
McCormick and now the foundation’s conference facili-
ty. The issue that was to occupy them for the next day
and a half was the use and abuse of anonymous sourc-
ing, such as that which underpinned the Post’s secret
prisons story.

The occurrence of these two events at the same time
was coincidental, but fortuitous. The secret prisons story
— which the Chicago Tribune had run across six columns
of its front page — was a useful reminder to the conferees
of the serious purposes that anonymous sourcing can serve
when it is judiciously used. Quite Jiterally, Dana Priest and
the Post had given the American people access o informa-
tion crucial to the discharge of their roles as citizens, infor-
mation that otherwise would have remained secret.

"The conference had been planned against a very differ-
ent backdrop, the dispiriting one of the Valerie Plame/CIA
feak investigation, with all its negative baggage of subpoe-
nas to journalists and news organizations; the jailing ofa
reporter, Judith Miller of The New York Times, and the

indictment of vice presidential aide Lewis “Scooter” Libby
on the basis of information wrung from journalists, who
stood to be called to testify again if the case went 1o trial.
If the Plame case was an anonymous sourcing night-
imare, then the CIA prisons story was its opposite: an
instance in which information of unquestionable public
significance was brought to light because of the willing-
ness of knowledgeable sources to come forward and

speak confidentiaily to a journalist.

Together, these stories framed the issues that the
American Society of Newspaper Editors and the
McCormick Tribune Foundation sought to address
when they teamed up to sponsor the conference at
Cantigny.

When is it appropriate to withhold from readers or
viewers the identity of a news source? When is it inap-
propriate? Is it possible for the various constituencies
involved to agree on criteria?

What about a promise made to a news source to keep
his or her identity secret? How far must a reporter go in
keeping such a promise? Must it be all the way or noth-
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ing, jail or testimony? Or are there intermediate steps
that can be negotiated?

What role must the editor play in monitoring and
supervising such relationships and negotiations? Have
some of the recent high-profile cases of journalistic
wrongdoing been as much the result of lax editorial
oversight as of maverick tendencies in the reporters who
became infamous?

What about a federal shield law — should journalists
be for one, against it or somewhere in the mushy mid-
dle? Whose shield law? Are we at a point where any
shield, however porous, would be better than none, or
could we make our situation worse with a bad shield
faw?

How, if at all, can news organizations whose stan-
dards forbid the use of anonymous sources by their own
staff members enforce those standards in relationships
with big national news organizations like the Associated
Press or the news services of the Los Angeles Times,
The Washington Post, The New York Times and Knight
Ridder-Tribune? Must they simply forego rnning
major stories like the secret prisons story?

And what are we doing about training the next gener-
ation of journalists in ethical behavior and decision-
making — especially on the neuralgic issue of whether
and when to offer or allow anonymity to a news source?

Defining points early on
Several points of general agreement emerged early in
the conference. They included:

» That anonymity is given much too freely by journal-
ists, often in situations where it is not warranted,
required or even requested by a source.

Roberta Baskin, executive director of the Center for
Public Integrity, described during the conference’s first
session “this fashion right now...where reporters start
the conversation with ‘Off the record, can you teli me...’
I mean, it’s gotten to be that kind of a fashion that your
story perhaps looks sexier if there’s an anonymous con-
nection to it, or a sithouette.” »

Geneva Overholser of the University of Missourt stressed
the costs of the promiscuous use of anonymity. “I wish,” she
said, “that every editor here would quit going over the rule-
book and go in there and really talk about how costly
[anonymous sourcing] is. It's been hugely costly to us.
Think about how many of our scandals are rooted in the
abuse, the profligacy of our use of anonymous sources. But
until we really believe how costly it is, we'll keep doing it.”

» That while anonymous sourcing is a concern in virtu-
ally every newsroom, the principal locus of the anonymi-
ty problem is Washington, D.C.

10

Rebecca Carr, who has developed a “secrecy beat” in
the Cox News Service’s Washington bureau, described
the “pernicious problem” of “the leak game in
Washington.” She added, “We rely on anonymous sourc-
ing way too much to tell our stories”

Referring to her organization’s role as a resource for
journalists, Lucy Dalglish, executive director of the
Reporters’ Committee for Freedom of the Press,
observed that “we just don’t get phone calls, except
rarely, from other parts of the country. Most of the time
when you're talking about protecting sources, you're
talking about D.C. and New York — mostly D.C”

» That, as the secret prisons story demonstrated,
anonymity, carefully employed, is nevertheless an essen-
tial item in the Washington journalist’s tool kit.

“In order to avoid being [merely ] stenographers in
Washington, D.C., journalism, we need to dig deep,” said Ca.
“And in order to dig deep we need our confidential sources
to help us, tell us what the inside skinny is on the story”

Even ordinary citizens appreciate the need for
anonymity in cases of overriding social or political
importance. Dennis Ryerson, editor of The Indianapolis
Star, in a presentation on public attitudes on anony-
mous sourcing, recalled the comment of a news con-
sumer, Catherine Griggs of St. Petersburg, Fla,, at an
Associated Press Managing Editors convention a year
earlier: I've been thinking about how different U.S. his-
tory’s course might have been without Deep Throat”

And Bruce Allardice, a citizen-participant in the
Cantigny conference who took a decidedly jaundiced
view of journalists’ ethics, nevertheless conceded there
are circumstances in which, if he were a journalist, he
would accede to a source’s request for anonymity.

» That curbing the excessive use of anonymous sources
is not a job for reporters alone, but requires conscien-
tious involvement and oversight by editors.

David Axelrod, a former journalist who now is on the
other side of the fence as a political consultant, made
this point strongly: “I think that it falls both on the
reporter and the editor — and ultimately the editor — to
take a very hard line on the use of anonymous sources
and ask very tough questions. And...maybe I'm simplify-
ing what is very complicated, but I think there’s been an
absence of that. I think the custom in Washington is, it
has become so customary to use anonymous sources that
there’s very little effort to rein them in”

Ryerson stressed that, while trust between reporters
and their editors is desirable, “we editors have a job to
do as well. And the ultimate job is to make sure that we
get truths into the newspaper, and...sometimes we need
to ask hard questions of our reporters.”




That journalists must learn to make and respect dis-
tinctions among types of stories, kinds of sources, rea-
sons for granting anonymity.

Axelrod drew one dichotomy: between “legitimate”
sources who supply a reporter with “classified informa-
tion or documents that aren’t public...that may lead to
legitimate news,” and “frivolous” sources who request
anonymnity “because I'm impugning somebody who I
dor’t want to impugn with my name attached to it

Deborah Howell, The Washington Post ombudsman,
sliced the same loaf a different way. “I think,” she said,
“that national security and military sources are much
harder to get on the record, and sometimes their informa-
tion is much more important than the routine political
back-and-forth. And it’s the routine political back-and-
forth that bothers me. It’s people taking shots at each
other anonymously”

Allan Siegal, the standards editor of The New York
Times, took yet another approach. Instead of telling
readers why an anonymous source asked for anonymity,
Siegal said, the Times increasingly elects to tell why the
newspaper chose to grant anonymity. The reason? The
motives of the source can never be perfectly knowable,
but the newspaper ought always to be able to articulate
its own motives.

A conference divided

But journalists are an unruly lot and consensus among
them and those who censort with them runs only so far.
On perhaps the leading current prescription for the indus-
try’s anonymous sourcing headache — a federal shield law
that would exempt reporters from being called as witness-
es — the Cantigny conferees left as they came: -divided.

The lawyers in the group were eloquent in support of
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the idea. Said Lee Levine, the Washington-based First
Amendment lawyer who has represented journalists or
news organizations in both the Valerie Plame investiga-
tion and the Wen Ho Lee civil suit:

“We have got to stop with.the notion, with all due
respect, that we've got the First Amendment, and the
First Amendment says, ‘Congress shall make no law’ The
courts interpret the First Amendment. The courts have
ruled that we have no privilege in the grand jury context.
The courts have ruled that we have virtually no privilege
in the criminal context... A shield law at the federal level
would have to be pretty darn bad to be worse than what
we've got right now”

But “a pretty darn bad” shield law is exactly what Tim
McGuire feared. “Yes, I am for a national shield law if
it’s my shield law;” he said. “I know the law I'd like to
see, but I don’t think we're going to get the national
shield law we want.”

For the moment, anyway, the issue is moot. There are
other matters higher on the congressional agenda. And
with the press in what most seem to agree is generally bad
odor with the American public, there is no popular clamor
for protecting reporters. Prospects for any kind of shield
law right now are somewhere between dim and bleak.

But not everything depends on legislation, and probably
the most important things can be done by editors alone in
their newsrooms or in combination with other editors in
corporate newspaper groups or in organizations like ASNE.

The Cantigny conferees developed a laundry list of
“action steps” for editors and the industry. They range
from strengthening reporter-editor relationships to
mounting a campaign to sell the American people on
the virtues and importance of a free press. The entire
list is described in full in the last chapter of this book. ¢

_This I Beheve

| BELIEVE THAT MEANINGFUL LEGAL PROTECTION for the
promises of confidentiality that journalists make to
their sources is essential in a democragy. The fact
that our law virtually alone among Western democ-
racies, does not clearly reflect the notion despite
our First Amendment, reveals a fundamental flaw
in our law’s ctirrent conception of the “freedom of
the press.” The blame for this state of affairs rests
fargely on our judges and our lawyers. — LEE LEVINE
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Action steps

Moving forward in three directions, external and internal

WHAT IS AN EDITOR TO DO WHEN CONFRONTED WITH A
STORY THAT SEEMS TO REQUIRE ANONYMOUS SOURCING?
What are editors to do as representatives of an industry
whose viability depends on credibility, while their watch-
dog role depends, in no small measure, on judicious use
of anonymous sources?

The final session of the Cantigny conference was
devoted to action steps, and the conferees came up with
a list that divides roughly along three lines. There are
internal actions that an editor can undertake in his/her
own newsroom. There are external actions aimed at
being transparent to the general public. And there are
external actions that editors can take in concert that are
aimed at improving the situation of the industry.

Internal — Within the newsroom

» Every newsroom should have a set of standards for the
use of anonymous sources and a process to follow in
deciding whether those standards apply in a particu-
lar situation or whether an exception is warranted.

The Chicago Tribune, for example, mandates that “all
sources of information are to be identified ... by name
and position except” in three circumstances: (1) “to pro-
tect the identity of a “whistle blower” of critical informa-
tion...; (2) when protecting sources’ identities is the only
way to get information that is, or addresses, the crux of
the story, and...the information is of
significance or wide interest...; (3)
to protect the safety of a source of
information.” Exceptions to these
rules can be granted only by one of
the top three editors in the news-
room. And reporters “should be pre-
pared to disclose a source’s identity
in confidence to a division editor or
other ranking editor”

Ken Paulson’s standards and
process at USA Today already have
been presented in detail on page 25.
The New York Times’ and The
Washington Post’s standards and

~ Chip Baboock
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processes have been alluded to and sketchily described.
It was recommended that ASNE begin collecting and

compiling these policies in the same way that it currently

compiles newspaper codes of ethics and conduct.

» Before a promise of anonymity is made, be sure that
everyone involved in the transaction — source,
reporter, editor, lawyers if need be, and others —
understand exactly what bargain is being made.

How far does the source expect a promise of anonymi-
ty to extend — indefinitely? In what circumstances
would the source waive the reporter’s pledge of confiden-
tiality? What if a court orders the reporter to testify?
Does the source understand that the newspaper, as a
public company, can't defy a court ordex for evidence?
What if it turns out the source lied — are the reporter
and the company still bound?

» At newspapers that are part of public compandies, let
editors, reporters and corporate representatives sit
down and understand each other’s roles and their legal
limitations.

“It seems to me,” said lawyer Charles “Chip” Babcock,
“that one could build some trust with the reporters whe
are doing the work of the company by sitting down with
them and saying, ‘Look, here’s what
we can do and here’s what we can’t
do. We can support you if...your
decision is to go to jail — we will
support you in that decision. But_
you must understand that if we have
documents that were ordered to
reveal and...we have exhausted all of
our appeals, as a public company we
don’t have the option of disobeying
the law. We can’t do that’

“If there was a better or clearer
understanding between public com-
panies and their reporters about
what each side can and can’t do and
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where they are going to march together and where they
are going to diverge, perhaps you will at least build trust
in the fact that everybody knows what the deal is going

»

1.

»Create a checklist for editors to follow when faced with
a decision on using an anonymous source.

“We ought to have questions that an editor might ask
— or let’s strike ‘might’ and insert ‘should, " said
Deborah Howell. “When you're dealing with a story, will
this story tell readers something they need to know to
be better informed? Does the story serve any special
interest that could subvert the public interest? Is there
any hidden agenda which could hurt the newspapers
credibility? Has the information been checked with
other knowledgeable sources? Is the editor prepared for
a first public opinion that could result from this story?
Just sort of simple things”

Doug Clifton, in describing a recent anonymous
sourcing episode at his newspaper, spoke of “the calcu-
lus that must transpire when you're dealing with infor-
mation by anonymous sources.”

“There are levels of it he said. “What’s the motivation
of the source, if you're depending exclusively on the
source? What's the credibility? If you've got a docu-
ment, well, what is its authenticity? If you're convinced
that it's authentic, well, what is its underlying veraci-
ty?...What is the benefit to the public in the end versus
the risk? And when you're dealing with sealed docu-
ments that you know are going te generate judicial hos-
tility at the very least and more likely a criminal investi-

Deborah Howell

gation, you really need to weigh what’s the public good
versus what's the risk to the organization, to the news-
paper, to its credibility?”

» More and better staff training on the continuum of
choices/possibilities in anonymous source situations
between testifying and refusing to do so at the risk of

Jail or fines.

One of the insights that he had at Cantigny, Allan
Siegal said, was that a reporter’s choices need not be a
stark either/or, that it is possible to negotiate alterna-
tives different from or in addition to those. He planned
to take that finding back to The New York Times and
use it to create a training program for staff members on
that continuum of possibilities. The first step in that
process will be to sit down with the newspaper’s legal
staff and get a thorough understanding of what the
points on that continuum are. After that, he said, he
probably would “bring all the enterprise editors from
our various departments to a brown bag lunch and talk
about the issue and talk about the value of deing itin a
way that is creative and not repressive.”

»Create a newsroom culture that gives reporters the
support and guidance and trust that they need from
their editors, while giving editors the degree of control
and the trust that they need in their reporters. A key
element of this newsroom culture must be kealthy
interchange between editors and reporters on staff
members’ contacts with and relationships with
sources.




“The editor needs to know more,” said Allan
Siegal. “Not just the identity of the source when
we run a story, but maybe the more dangerous
situation is one in which over a period of time
reporters cultivate sources in a series of conver-
sations or one unending conversation that can
go for months or years without producing any-
thing in the paper. We believe that editors need
to know what’s going on inside those relation-
ships to some degree. It doesn’t have to be a for-
mal process, but there needs to be a conscien-
tious base-touching and some way of keeping
track...”

The “ultimate job” of the editor, Dennis
Ryerson said, “is to make sure that we get truths
into the newspaper” And in the pursuit of truth
“sometimes we need to ask hard questions of
our reporters. We need to know what they're
doing and we need to work with them...And do
we not always trust reporters? Yes, we don’t
always trust reporters. And I think we get into trouble
when sometimes we're afraid to have that conversation,
particularly with the franchise players”

» Find ways to reward reporters for quality work.
Rebecca Carr and Walter Pincus both stressed the

importance of this key action step. Money is, of course,
an obvious reward. But it is far from the only one.

~ ANONYMOUS SOURGES: Action steps |

not to write about this from a press perspective, and I
think some of the more successful stories she's had
have taken it outside of Washington...explaining...the
effects on average citizens when they are denied infor-
mation.”

» Have a conversation with your comumunity on their
attitudes on editorial standards, including anony-
MOUS SOUTCING.

Time — to track down leads, to double-check facts, to

sift through files, to go back and cajole a reluctant
source to speak on the record — can be as important
journalistically. This 1s especially the case in television,
said Jim Taricani. “There’s this constant battle with
news managers and even general managers to give, you
know, ‘Let’s have four pieces for the book, and you end
up starting off looking for stories that are, quote,
‘getable; that aren’t really good investigative pieces.
They're mediocre at best, but they want you on the air”

External — to the publie
»Create a secrecy beat.

Virtually every community offers examples of unwar-
ranted — and sometimes illegal — governmental secre-
cy. And as Andy Alexander observed early on, the trend
is toward even more secrecy, at least in Washington. A
secrecy beat can help throw a floodlight on some of
these practices — if it is done correctly.

Alexander noted that “one of the reasons Rebecca
[Carr] was so successful with this beat was that early
on when we conceived it in our bureau, we made a
pretty conscious decision that we would try at all costs

Mark Bowden noted that in communities like his in
Cedar Rapids, anonymeus sourcing is not a major issue
for the newspaper. But citizens there have thoughts and
concerns about journalism no less than do citizens in
Washington, New York and other big cities.

“I don’t want people to say what I want to hear,” said
Bowden. “I want to hear what they say. But I also think
it’s an opportunity to try and poke the public a little bit to
see if they understand what they're missing because of
the chilling effect that’s occurring. I mean, we talked a lot
at this conference, which I find just fascinating, that there
are significant stories out there that are not being told
today because we don’t have sources that are coming for-
ward, or may not come forward, or reporters who may
not be able to get that. So I'd like to hear the public’s
thoughts on that”

» Consider writing in favor of a shield law.

The conference was not unanimous in favor of a
shield law. But, as in the industry as a whole, the over-
whelming majority were in favor. Lee Levine expressed
a common sentiment when he said, “A shield law at the




| ANONYMOUS SOURGES: Action n steps_

federal level would have to be pretty darn bad to be
worse than what we've got right now”

» Create @ marketing campaign on the importance of a
free press.

Tim McGuire, in his “This I Believe” essay, described
this action elegantly and succinctly. We must, he said,
“educate the public on the dangers of secrecy and launch
a national marketing campaign to convince the American
public that press freedoms are public freedoms.”

The importance of that fast element — “to convince
the American public that press freedoms are public
freedoms” — was underscored boldly by the “This I
Believe” statement of Bruce
Allardice, one of two citizen par-
ticipants at Cantigny. Said
Aliardice:

“The Founding Fathers of our
country in their fight against
British rule also fought against
the notion that some people have,
and by rights should have, a spe-
cial status under the law that
other people don't have...

“In 2005 we Americans are
faced with yet another interest
group demanding a special status,
a special privilege. This interest
group, while not numerous, is
extremely influential... This inter-
est group now lobbies for a law to
give a special privilege to its own.
This interest group lobbies for the right to find and to
limnit who is entitled to benefit from this privilege. This
interest group, as all interest groups do, claims they
need this privilege to serve the public interest.

“The real lesson of the Jayson Blair and Valerie Plame
affairs is not that journalists need any new special legal
privileges to do their job. They've been doing their job
for 200 years without this privilege. The real lesson is
that journalists as a body need to clean up their own act
in order to deserve the protections the First
Amendment already gives them.”

Jim Taricani -

External — aimed at the industry
» Object formally to off-the-record or on-background
briefings by public officials.

Led by Sandy K. Johnson of the Associated Press, this
practice has taken hold in many places in Washington
and has won support from the Cox News Service, USA
Today, the Knight Ridder bureau and others.
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“I do think we have made some progress in
Washington,” Johnson said. “I think it was worth the
effort to get a group of us together to lay down the law
and say, ‘Every time we know there’s a background
briefing, we will direct our reporters to object to it.”

» Challenge wire services and syndicates to meet news-
paper standards on anonymous sourcing.

Rick Rodriguez spoke in the opening session of the ethi-
cal awkwardness for an editor of forbidding his own staff
to use ancnymous sources while using wire copy from
newspapers or services that allow anonymous sources.

Dennis Ryerson said he takes every available oppor-
tunity to talk with the heads of
wire services and “remind them of
the changing concerns, the grow-
ing concerns in our industry and
that they've got to be part of the
solution.” In some cases, Ryerson
suggested, it may be necessary to
cancel a wire service to make the
point that anonymous sourcing is
no longer routinely acceptable.

» Videotape and distribute Jim
Taricant’s story.

Jim Taricani’s powertul story —
of his confrontation with federal
authorities in Providence, of his
obtaining and his station’s airing
of a videotape the courts had
placed under seal, of the exemplary support given by his
station and network, of his six months in home confine-
ment — can be a powerful teaching tool for journalists.
Someone — perhaps the Radio and Television News
Directors Association — should record his account and
distribute it widely among groups of journalists.

» Let the American Jourralism Review survey editors
and lawyers to compile a list of legal do’s and don'ts
Jor journalists.

This would include, as Tom Kunkel noted, advice on
everything from how to handle and how long to keep
notes to what an editor should do if she is uncertain
about the commitment of her publisher.

» Create a list-serv of attendees at the Cantigny
conference.

Done.
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CASE STUDIES BRING ALIVE THE MANY FACETS OF TOUGH ISSUES AND HELP
CREATE LIVELY DISCUSSICN THAT CAN BUILD UNDERSTANDING. The Poynter
Institute’s Boh Steele, facilitator of the Cantigny conference discus-
sions, was asked to put together some recent examples of sourcing
issues that can be used to spur newsroom discussions and, perhaps,
consensus on where the lines should be drawn as sources, reporters
and editors face issues in the future.

Except where otherwise credited, the cases in this section were
written by Steele.




THE SUN: System Error L

Challenges of relying on ‘unnamed sources’

Baltimore Sun Reporter Siobhan Gorman said she search trivia, like NSA filters out e-mails that contain the
knew she would need to rely largely on unnamed word “Viagra,” just as spam filters do.
sources in her investigation of the National Security The key to reporting this story was to earn the trust

of sources whe didn’t know me well, which I did
by getting other sources to vouch for me, or
promising them that our conversations would
be off the record and I would come back to

Agency’s Trailblazer program because many of
her sources feared serious consequences if their
roles in the story were revealed.

Gorman answered guestions about her

reporting in an e-mail interview with Bob Stecle them with anything I wanted to use, so we
for this case study. could work out how to attribute it (not by name) — and
often both.

Steele: How would you describe “the journalistic This method worked better than I anticipated
purpose” of the story? because it did not produce as many painful negotiations
Gorman: The story was a classic government over what peoplée’s denying they said something than I

“watchdog” piece. Because of the responsibilities both of had thought it would.

the National Security Agency and the Trailblazer pro-

gram, however, its purpose was not only to investigate Steele: What guided you in determining when and
government waste but also point to an agency’s failure how you would use unnamed sources in the story?

to marshal its resources to protect the American public, Gorman: I knew I had to use them judiciously as
as it had promised to do. not to lose the trust of my readers, but I would need to

The story was particularly relevant in light of the rev- rely largely on unnamed sources because most people
elation of NSA's warrantless eavesdropping program. who knew real details about Trailblazer, which is a

mostly classified program, were not going to want to

Steele: What challenges did you face in reporting risk losing their security clearances or get arrested if
the story, especially the sourcing? they were discovered.

Gorman: The main challenge I faced was fear, I looked at other recent intelligence stories that had
among those who knew the details of the program, of been published, such as the NSA warrantless eaves-
being found out. dropping story and the CIA prisons story, and noted

Not knowing NSA well at that point, I started with a that they relied almost entirely on unnamed sources.
few sources who had been helpful in reporting on other I tried to keep quotes from unnamed sources to a
intelligence agencies, and I was able to network from minimum, and tried to get my sources to give me exam-
there because a few of them were kind enough to intro- ples to use (such as Trailblazer existing largely as a set
duce me to others who would be willing to talk. of schematics covering the whole wall of a room), which

One of the people who turned out to be an essential would emphasize the information over the sourcing.
source actually talked to me based on a cold call, which .
was an indicator to me of how badly the program had Steele: To what degree did editors question you on
failed because this source was very frustrated by how it the use of unnamed sources?
had all developed. Gorman: On a scale of 1-10, with 10 the highest

Because I was working with sources who were very level of scrutiny, I would rate it a 10.
familiar with eavesdropping techniques, several
requested somewhat elaborate schemes to communi- Steele: Did you reveal the names of all those confi-
cate — everything from insisting we only meet in per- dential sources to an editor?
son to setting up an encrypted e-mail account. Gorman: Yes, along with a detailed discussion of who

One person asked that I buy a phone card on the they were and why they would be a trustworthy source.
theory that routing the call through an 800 number Some editors beyond my immediate editor were told the
would trip up eavesdroppers. The most common request names of some of the sources when there were guestions
was that I contact them via my cell phone or my person- about why someone would make a particular observation,
al e-mail account. I learned interesting NSA e-mail and whether it was a valid observation to make. ¢
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‘Unnecessary Epidemic

Sound reporting without relying on anonymous sources

with a number of independent economists and
researchers who specialize in drug policy issues.”

In an era in which many major reporting projects rely
on anonymous sources, the Oregonian’s reporting on
the meth abuse epidemic distinguishes itself in a mean-
ingful way. Its high-quality journalism was built on hard
work, traditional methods and technological and statis-
tical savvy. The series illustrates how a newspaper can
use sophisticated computer analysis to develop and doc-
ument an important story instead of relying on

ON SUNDAY, OCT. 3, 2004, THE QREGONIAN, PORTLAND,
BEGAN A SERIES OF FIVE COMPELLING STORIES titled,
“Unnecessary Epidemic.” Importantly, Oregonian jour-
nalists explored a complex and seemingly confounding
issue with virtually no reliance on anonymous sources.
Iicre’s what the Oregonian Editor’s “Note to Readers”
said:

“In fall 2002, Oregonian staff writer Steve Suo set out
to answer a fundamental question: What was fueling
the rapid growth of methamphetamine abuse across the

West?

The search turned up
something surprising. While
meth abuse had exploded to
epidemic proportions during
the 1990s, it alse had inex-
plicably subsided at times.
The newspaper’s investiga-
tion asked why.

Suo brought together a
diverse set of databases:
patients in rehab, drug-
related accidents and over-
doses, possession arrests,
property crime reports and
evidence seized by federal
agents.

The database suggested a
correlation between meth
purity and meth abuse in
the West. In addition, Suo
compiled an extensive
chronology from court docu-
ments, public records and
interviews with dozens of
officials in government and
industry. He traveled to
California, Washington,
D.C,, Detroit, Chicago,
Quebec and several locations
in India.

Suo reviewed his results
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unnamed sources.

The Oregonian’s manag-
ing editor for enterprise,
Steve Engelberg, said in an
e-mail interview for this case
study that “The bulk of our
work was done through
databases and on-the-record
sources. There were a couple
of minor exceptions. In one
case, we used an anonymous
State Department official to
more accurately communi-
cate the U.S. position on any
issue (the official was some-
what more honest in a back-
ground conversation than
the on-record spokesman,
who was either uninformed
or misinformed.) Most of the
research was original, mean-
ing that there was no named
or unnamed official or
expert we could quote”

In an interview with
Columbia Journalism
Review’s Russ Baker,
Engelberg said he approved
the use of an anonymous
source — a government offi-
cial — in that one instance
for this story.




THE OREGONIAN: UNNECESSARY EPIDEMIC

,eséft his strong resistance to using anonymous sources, The Oregonian's Steve Engelberg believes they
have a place in journalism. “I think that if you go back to the modern history of journalism, through Watergate,
Sy Hersh's work, and 50 other things you or | could name, Without the anonymous source,
we’re in deep trouble.” -

“It was a kind of classic Washington thing. The source mous source, were in deep trouble”
was acknowledging a very significant thing, but was not Yet, Engelberg emphasized why it was important for
going to go on the record. My first desire was that we the Oregonian to resist anonymous sources in the
would get the spokesman to say it, but he gave a vanilla “Unnecessary Epidemic” project.
response. So I felt that we would be depriving our read- “Our work there has been very much driven by our
ers of what the State Department really thought. I kind own analysis...We killed ourselves, I mean killed our-
of held my nose; [ wasn't real happy about it, but I did selves, to build our own model of what we believed was
approve that one” the total Mexican domestic consumption of pseu-

Despite his strong resistance to using anonymous doephedrine (which is used to make both cold medicine
sources, Engelberg believes they have a place in journal- and meth) in Mexico. Rather than rely on an anony-
ism. He told CJR’s Baker that granting anonymity to a mous source and calling it a day, we went and bought
source is a justifiable approach in some cases, and that market research data from an international company,
use of confidential sources has been instrumental in and when that wasn’t sufficient, we started calling all
some remarkable stories. the supermarket chains and major pharmaceutical

“I think that if you go back to the modern history of companies in Mexico, and, shockingly, one of them gave
journalism, through Watergate, Sy Hersh’s work, and 50 us their figures for pscudoephedrine sales in all their
other things you or I could name, without the anony- stores. Tt always takes longer if you do it that way. #
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Anonymous sources sometimes essential
An editor writes to his readers about unnamed sources

“TODAY’S INVESTIGATIVE REPORT ON AIRPORT SECURITY IS | 2 ‘
AN EXCEPTION FOR THE SEATTLE TIMES IN THAT MANY OF | ) % e
ITS SOURCES ARE UNNAMED.
That’s how Times Executive Editor Mike Fancher
started his column on Sunday, July 11, 2004.

He went on: “The Times tries to aveid anonymous | 35
sources in its stories. Readers don’t trust such report- 1{
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Security Administration (TSA) is in crisis and iil-
prepared to meet the threat.”

Fancher uses his column to both express his own
thoughts and also to connect members of his staff
with Seattle Times’ readers.

Fancher’s column to readers justifying the use of
anonymous sources in the airport security story quotes
Seattle Times’ journalists who worked on the story. by their managers not to talk to the media.

The Times’ Ken Armstrong said reporters on the story » “There’s power in numbers. We didn't build this
“focused on two principles” as they made decisions about series around one, or several, or even a dozen anony-
giving the protection of confidentiality to sources, mous seurces. We talked to more than 120 TSA
including the TSA screeners who “see security shortcom- employees — some named, some not. Most of their
ings firsthand” and who in some cases have been ordered stories were so similar that they allowed us to reach,
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with confidence, certain broad conclusions. Morale is
low. Risk is high. Change is needed.

> “When researching specific anecdotes, we sought cor-
roboration in a variety of ways, usually by gathering
paper or muitiple accounts.”

Fancher's column further quoted Armstrong:
“Anonymous sources hurt credibility. We all know that. If
readers don’t know who is saying what, they can’t judge
the source’s motivation or truthfulness. But sometimes,
refusing to use anonymous sources can hurt readers
more than help them. Sometimes, a source has good rea-
son to request anonymity. And sometimes, what a source
says is important — so important that it justifies granting
anonymity”

On other occasions, Fancher has written his column to
readers about the debate that often swirls around the
topic of unnamed sources. On June 12, 2005, he wrote
about a recently released survey conducted by the
Associated Press and the Associated Press Managing
Editors association.

Fancher wrote that he found the survey both “surpris-
ing and encouraging...the use of anonymous sources
seems far more pervasive than these numbers would sug-
gest. That’s probably because of the frequent use of confi-
dentiality in Washington, D.C. It was encouraging
because unnamed sources should be used sparingly.
Readers are distrustful of reporting based on unnamed
sources, and experience shows the press makes it worst
mistakes when it routinely permits sources to speak off
the record.”

Then, Fancher uses that column to anchor the issue in
a specific case at his paper. He justifies the use of anony-

mous sources in a June 7, 2005, story into an investiga-
tion about alleged sexual misconduct by as many as eight
corrections officers at the King County Jail.

Fancher puts forth criteria for using unnamed sources
in such a story: “Using anonymous sources judiciously
requires disciplined checks and balances. Reporters have
the responsibility of whether to grant confidentiality, and
they shouldnt do it lightly. "They must decide if a source
is trustworthy and the information credible. Typically, the
source’s information is only the beginning of more rigor-
ous reporting.”

Fancher goes on to describe the oversight role of edi-
tors: “Editors have the ultimate responsibility of deciding
what to publish. We don’t always agree with each other,
and we don’t always get it right, but we know our respon-
sibility”

And Fancher quotes Times Executive News Editor
Mike Stanton on the role editors play: “We insist that the
sources be credible and in a position to know, we general-
ly require more than one, and we do apply that standard.
It has to be important, and there has to be no other way
to get it...we also have a higher barrier than most news-
papers as far as letting an anonymous source talk deroga-
torily about another person named in a story”

In the Poynter Online interview in 2002, Fancher was
asked whether writing a column to readers makes a dif-
ference. Fancher said, “I suspect the staff would say, ‘Are
you kidding? No way’ I would argue it makes a difference
in several ways: For readers it puts a human face on the
institution that is the newspaper and sends a consistent
message about our values. For staff members it con-
tributes to the internal conversation about how we meas-
ure up te those values...” ¢
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_ THE KEW YORK TMES: An assessment

Anonymity in New York Times articles

An assessment from the Times public editor

“SINCE I BELIEVE CONFIDENTIAL SOURCES SHOULD AND
WILL REMAIN AN ESSENTIAL TOOL IN THE BEST NEWSROOMS,
HELPING READERS UNDERSTAND THE MOTIVATION OF THOSE
UNNAMED INFORMANTS IS A GOAL WORTH MAXIMUM
EFFORT AT THE TiMES. Explanations of why the Times is
granting anonymity can also contribute insights into the
motivation of sources.”

New York Times Public Editor Byron Calame made
those points in his Nov. 20, 2005, column headlined,
“Anonymity: Who Deserves It?”

Calame offered readers his scorecard on how the
paper is doing since the Times issued an updated policy
on the use of confidential sources in February 2004.
Calame suggests there is progress but not enough.

He points to several examples where the Times failed
to measure up to the new standards for minimizing
anonymous sources in stories, and he includes thoughts
from two readers criticizing the paper for misuse of
unnamed sources.

Calame also cites examples of stories where he
believes the Times justifiably uses anonymous sources.
And he emphasizes a key element of the paper’s stan-
dards: “With the reporter and the paper clearly respon-
sible for explaining the reason for granting anonymity,
there’s a good chance that less central and more casual
anonymous quotes will dry up faster. This would help
limit confidential sourcing to the kinds of coverage
where it’s vital: national security, intelligence, investiga-
tive articles and classic whistle-blower projects”

Calame’s column is more than a scorecard. He
informs readers on the scope and substance of the
paper’s policy, and he guotes top Times editors who
make decisions on the use of anonymous sources and

the editor who has responsibility for monitoring the
process.

As public editor, Calame serves as both the haison for
readers to the paper and as a relatively independent
vaice of scrutiny on both the process and product of the
New York Times newsroom. He closes this column with
an aspirational tone: “Anonymous sourcing can be both
a blessing and a carse for journalism — and for readers.
The system that Mr. Keller (the Times Executive Editor)
and Mr. Siegal (the Times Standards Editor) have put in
place has the potential to help the Times reap the bless-
ings and minimize many of the curses.

“But their commitment to top-level oversight, and to
providing sufficient editing attention to ignite those
‘daily conversations’ about sources, has to be sustained
long after the recent clamor over the paper’s use of
anonymous sourcing has faded away”

A reprint of the original column follows.

Anonymity: Who deserves it?

Journalistic integrity issues involving confidential
sources have given The New York Times plenty of
headaches in recent years. So it’s not surprising that the
paper’s anonymous sourcing guidelines have been get-

. ting major attention from editors.

Acting on recommendations from the independent
committee created in the wake of the Jayson Blair fias-
co, the paper announced a revamped policy for the use
of confidential news sources in February 2004. One
major change: Before a confidential source makes it
into the paper, at least one editor has to know the
source’s name.

After an internal committee on credibility came up

alame’s column is more than a scorecard. He informs readers on the scope and
substance of the paper’s policy, and he quotes top Times editors who make degisions on

the use of anonymous sources and the editor who has responsibility for monitoring the process.
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THE NEW YORK TIMES: An assessment

with more recommendations early this year, Bill Keller,
the executive editor, further tightened the guidelines for
the use of anonymous sources in June. The most
notable change, at least for me: Readers are to be told
why The Times believes a source is entitled to anonymi-
ty — a switch from the previous practice of stating why
the source asked for it.

These two changes created the potential to profound-
ly alter the role of confidential sources in the Times
newsroom. Since Mr. Keller set some first-year goals in
his latest changes — such as making the use of anony-
mous sources the “exception” rather than “routine” —
and were nearly halfway there, it seems like 2 good time
to assess the state of confidential sourcing at the paper.

There clearly is work to be done. A Page 1 article just
three days ago, for instance, offered no explanation for
attributing to “a senior administration official” the
assurance that President Bush and two other White
House officials hadn’t told Bob Woodward about Valerie
Plame Wilson. Mr. Woodward had disclosed earlier in
the week that a current or former Bush administration
official had told him Ms.
Wilson worked at the
C.LA.

The logic of explana-
tions can be flawed. Take
the Aug. 2 Times article
about the Bush agenda at
the United Nations, which was tied to the arrival of the
newly appointed United States ambassador, John R.
Bolton. Its second sentence reads: “ ‘Most of the
reforms sought by the United States are well on their
way to completion, said a senior administration official,
speaking anonymously to avoid undercutting the
rationale for the Bolton appointment.”

An e-mail from David Hemmer of Toledo, Ohio, hit
my computer at 8:32 a.m. on the day the article
appeared. “How absurd that The-Times considers this
an acceptable reason to use an anonymous source,” he
wrote. “It is the quote itself which undercuts the ration-
ale for the appointment, whether the official is willing
to own up to it or not”

While many sources have long sought anonymity to
disparage an opponent or enemy, the current White
House can be found praising the president’s decision-
making anonymously. In a July 6 Times article about
the year’s first Supreme Court vacancy, “a senior White
House official who spoke on condition of anonymity
because most staff members are not authorized to speak
about the vacancy” said that “at the end of the day, the
president is going to decide this based on those princi-
ples, not from any pressure from the groups”

“What possible reason related to news can justify run-

ning this quote?” Jay Ackroyd of New York asked me in
an e-mail message. “It’s just spin.” It also makes me feel
uneasy. Puffery with the protection of anonymity can be
used in pursuit of ends as devious as those sought
through unattributed negative comments.

But there are explanations for granting anonymity
that serve readers by making a fairly candid case. An
Oct. 29 article out of Washington, the mother church of
confidential sourcing, delved into whether a letter from
two Democratic senators that was seen as signaling
opposition to certain possible nominees to the Supreme
Court would also apply to Judge Samuel A. Alito Jr. The
article continued: “Three Democratic aides, speaking
on condition of anonymity to avoid reprisals from their
bosses, said they believed the same would apply to
Judge Alito”

Or take a July 27 article about the relocation of
50,000 soldiers to United States bases from Germany
and South Korca: “The relocation, to be completed by
2008, was described by two Pentagon officials whe have
worked on the project and were granted anonymity so

! ‘on recommendations from the independent committee created in the wake of the
Blair fiasco, the paper announced a revamped policy for the use of confidential

news sources in February 2004. One major change: Before a confidential source makes
it into the paper, at least one editor has to know the source’s name.

they would describe the changes before an official
announcement expected later this week.” Straight
shooting, I would say.

I like the Pentagon article’s use of “granted anonymi-
ty” — wording that makes clearer to the reader that the
Times was indeed deciding the two officials were enti-
tled to remain anonymous. Unfortunately, it is sparsely
used. If Mr. Keller and Allan M. Siegal, the standards
editor, were to make “granted anonymity because ..” the
default language for explanations, I think it would
quickly spur reporters to take greater care in negotiat-
ing deals with confidential sources. It’s the same basic
idea that Gregory Brock, Washington news editor, had
raised with my predecessor earlier this year.

With the reporter and the paper clearly responsible
for explaining the reason for granting anonymity, there’s
a good chance that less central and more casual anony-
mous quotes will dry up faster. This would help limit
confidential sourcing to the kinds of coverage where it’s
vital: national security, intelligence, investigative articles
and classic whistle-blower projects.

The public editor serves as the readers’ representa-
tive. His opinions and conclusions are his own. His col-
umn appears at least twice monthly in this section.

A fundamental part of the effort to tighten up the




explanations for allowing anonymnity was the Times'’s
2004 move to require that at least one editor be told
the identity of any confidential source. That enabled
Mr. Siegal to establish a compliance system that clearly
has gotten the attention of reporters and editors
throughout the news department, a half-dozen of them
have told me.

A daily conversation

In general, Mr. Siegal randomly chooses at least three
articles each day where anonymous sources are cited,
and asks the relevant department head for the name of
the editor who knew the identity of the source. Mr.
Siegal doesn’t ask for the identity, but he expects the
editor to be prepared to answer his guestions. He men-
tioned several in the Aug. 28 public editor column:
Why was the material permitted to be used anonymous-
ly? What was the rationale behind granting anonymity?
What attempts were made to get the source on the
record?

One result: “There’s a daily conversation on sources,”
said Mr. Brock in the Washington bureau. Douglas Jehl,
who covers national security and intelligence from the
bureau, finds that the process “discourages casual use”
of confidential sources and becomes “a barrier against
source inflation,” or describing an unnamed source in
overly grandicse terms.

“We sometimes see awkward and uncomfortable
descriptions in the paper of why we allowed material to
be anonymous,” Mr. Siegal acknowledged in August. He
called it a “healthy indication, really, that people are
struggling with the issue.” I agree, and I believe the
sometimes-clunky explanations do make reporters and
editors consider more carefully the value of the infor-
mation provided.

This process should also help the paper achieve two
supremely important and more ambitious goals: getting
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more information on the record and fuller disclosure of
the motivation of the confidential sources. I was
encouraged by two commments Mr. Jehl made last week
about the new requirements.

“More reporters are going back to get more on the
record,” Mr. Jehl said. He also said they are “finding on-
the-record quotes outside the government”

Since I believe confidential sources should and will
remain an essential tool in the best newsrooms, help-
ing readers understand the motivation of those
unnamed informants is a goal worth maximum effort
at the Times. Explanations of why the Times is granti-
ng anonymity can also contribute insights into the
motivation of sources. Here’s an explanation in a Nov.
2 article from Washington about the debate over the
treatment of detainees that probably does a better job
of shedding light on motivation than on the need for
anonynity.

Noting that factions within the administration have
clashed cver the revision of rules for the treatment of
detainees, the article offered this anonymous comment:
“It goes back to the question of how you want to fight
the war on terror,” said a senior administration official
who has advocated changes but, like others, would dis-
cuss the internal deliberations only on the condition of
anonymity. ‘We think you do that most successfully by
creating alliances. ”

Anocnymous sourcing can be both a blessing and a
curse for journalism — and for readers. The system
that Mr. Keller and Mr. Siegal have put in place has the
potential to help the Times reap the blessings and min-
imize many of the curses. But their commitment to
top-level oversight, and to providing sufficient editing
attention to ignite those “daily conversations” about
sources, has to be sustained long after the recent clam-
or over the paper’s use of anonymous sourcing has
faded away. ¢
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BY BILL MITCHELL

Recasting the anonymous source
as an ‘exceptional event

"TWO DAYS AFTER THE PUBLIC EDITOR OF THE NEW YORK
TIMES CRITIQUED THE PAPER’S USE OF ANONYMOUS SOURCES,
THE TIMES PUBLISHED A COUPLE OF STORIES (WITII ANONY-
MOUS SOURCES) THAT ILLUMINATED THE ISSUE FOR ME IN
WAYS I DIDN'T EXPECT.

In his June 13, 2004, column, Public Editor Daniel
Okrent proposed turning the use of anonymous sources
into an exceptional event. Not a new idea, certainly, but a
good one. What would it take to make it happen?

As Okrent points out, the use of anonymous sources 1s
a complex issue. It will take some chipping away at, one
dimension at a time.

Here are some dimensions to consider:

» If the news in a stery stands up without anonymous
sources, resist the urge to add them for background or
color.

» If you can support part but not all of a story without
anonymous sources, go with the more limited version.
If you think the story can be marginally improved by
using anonymous sources, in other words, think again.
As Gene Roberts likes to say, many stories ooze rather
than break. And a string of thoroughly-sourced stories
that ooze over time — with one fully-sourced story after
another chipping away at the truth — can serve readers
better than a one-shot story that breaks with great fan-
fare and relies on anonymous sources.

» If the only way to get an important story published is
to rely on anonymous sources, do it. But do it in a way
that recognizes reader skepticism and facilitates ongo-
ing scrutiny of the anonymously-sourced material.

While acknowledging the need for unnamed sources
in a number of circumstances, Okrent suggested that the
price for killing many of them is hardly high. He docu-
mented some of the news reported anonymously in the
previous Tuesday’s Times, and came up with such not-
for-attribution bombshells as Barbra Streisand’s expecta-
tion that hoteliers “scatter rose petals in her bathroom.”

I took a look at the Times published the next Tuesday
(June 15), and found a half-dozen uses of anonymous
sources — none of them as frivolous as the examples
unearthed by Okrent the week before.

What I discovered instead — in two stories in particu-
lar — were some paths to pursue (and avoid) on the way
to transforming the anonymous source from routine tool
to exceptional event. While focused on Times stories, the
issues apply broadly.

The first story, written by Barry Meier and published
beneath a three-column headline above fold on Page
One, made me suspicious in the lead but satisfied me in
the end. The story reports: “An organization of top med-
ical journals is considering & proposal that would require
drug makers to register clinical trials at their startina
public database in order for results, whether successful
or not, to be later considered for publication, three peo-
ple working with the group said.”

Readers never learn the names of the three sources
describing the proposal, not even an indication of where
they stand on the issue or the role they’re playing in the
discussions.

By the time I finished the story, though, I was surprised
to find myself thinking I'd just found a good example of
anonymous sources used mostly the way they should be.

For starters, Meier explained why the sources sought
anonymity: “because, they said, the proposal was still
under discussion and because the group was not plan-
ning to announce any change unless it was adopted”

Secondly, the anonymous sources provided informa-
tion as opposed to opinion. It’s true that nobody has con-
firmed, on the record, that the proposal is even under
discussion. But unlike anonymous opinion, anonymous-
ly-sourced information is something that other partici-
pants in the discussions can actually confirm or refute.

Another story published June 15 used anonymous
opinion in 2 way that prompted me to e-mail the
reporter and Allan M. Siegal, standards editor at the
Times, with some questions. (Responses below.)

The story ran pretty far back in the A-Section, on Page
A-¥7: an intriguing Political Memo piece from Times
Washington correspondent Sheryl Gay Stotberg about the
eulogy delivered by President Reagan’s son, Ron.

I didn’t see the TV coverage of his remarks and missed
the ensuing Internet chatter, so this story was the first I'd

67




THE NEW YORK TIMES: Recasting the anonymous source

heard that the younger Mr. Reagan had apparently
taken a swipe at President Bush.

The story quotes “a friend of the Reagan family,
speaking on condition of anonymity;” to the effect that
“Mr. Reagan, who did not return a call secking com-
ment on Monday, was deeply uncomfortable with the
way the Bush administration intertwined religion and
politics and felt compelled to say so at the burial of his
father, a ceremony watched by millions”

Unreported is why the source sought anonymity,
what his or her political loyalties might be, or whether
he or she had actually talked with Mr. Reagan about
what he said, what he meant, and why.

Further on, the story quotes “a Republican strategist
who would not be identified for fear of repercussions to
his business” about his interpretation of the remarks.

Unlike the Page One story about medical trials, the
premise of this story did not rest on the anonymous
sources. Stolberg backs up the lead and the headline
(“Reaganite by Association? His Family Won't Allow
It”) with public statements from the family.

Perhaps in need of more support was the story’s
assertion that Mr. Reagan’s comments had “caused
jaws to drop in California and Washington.” If any
jaw-droppers show up in the story, on the record or
off, they manage to mute their astonishment pretty
thoroughly.

Late Tuesday afternoon, I sent a note to Stolberg and
Siegal.

I asked Stolberg:

Why include the two grafs from the family friend?

Why not report whether he/she had spoken with Mr.
Reagan about his remarks?

Did the friend have direct knowledge of Mr. Reagan’s
thinking about the way Bush has linked religion and
politics?

Why did the friend want to remain anonymous? Why
not report the reason?

With the unnamed Republican strategist, what did
his/her not-for-attribution quotes add to the story that
couldr’t be reflected in quotes from other Republicans
willing to speak on the record?

Could you tell me a bit about whatever conversations
you had with editors about the znonymity issue on this
story? Did you provide the names of the two anony-
mous sources to the national editor {or some other edi-
tor)? Any encouragement from editors to get the two
individuals on the record? Any discussion of just drop-
ping the stuff you got from them?

I asked Siegal:

Was this story among the ones you spot-checked to
see if an editor had been provided with names? If so,

what did you discover?

All things considered, how does this story measure up
to the paper’s guidelines on confidential news sources?

In a return e-miatl, Stolberg thanked me for my
inquiry but said she would prefer 1o let Times editors
reply.

In an e-mail forwarded by Siegal early Friday after-
noon, Times Washington Editor Rick Berke said of
Stolberg’s story:

“We saw it as a fine piece that no one else had. We
pushed, and had hoped, for more on-the-record materi-
al, but we thought we had to use the background mate-
rial to provide the best sense of the story and Reagan’s
motivations. We were fully satisfied with the soundness
of the sources on the piece and thought Sheryl wrote a
fine piece on a tight deadline.”

Siegal added: “As standards editor, I would add only
this: I watched the interment service on TV and was
astounded by what clearly seemed to be a slap at the
president in Ron Reagan’s eulogy. It certainly needed to
be pursued. And yes, the responsible editor knew who
the sources were. I wish we had given a better sense of
their reasons for withholding their names.”

1 appreciated the follow-up from Berke and Siegal,
but their comments left me unconvinced that the use of
anonymous sources improved Stolberg’s story. At least
in the mind of this reader, they raised mgre questions
than they answered.

Many newsrooms have updated their ethics guide-
lines to require that the use of anonymous sources be
accompanied by as much context about the sources as
possible, including their points of view, their motives —
and an explanation of why they won’t be quoted by
name. More and more newsrooms are also insisting
that reporters reveal the names of (and details about)
their sources to their editors.

But that’s not enough. Coming to grips with the depth
of reader skepticism about anonymously-sourced stories
will require newsrooms to subject such work to extraor-
dinary scrutiny — after publication as well as before.

Wouldn't it be interesting, for example, if the Times’
Week in Review section included a box each week list-
ing the major assertions based on anonymous sources
from the previous seven days’ news columns? A cumu-
lative version of the box could be maintained online,
providing a running tally of such stories over time.
Enterprising readers — and competing journalists —
could use the list as a guide to the ongoing scrutiny
anonymous sources deserve and still don't receive. ¢

Bill Mitchell ts director of publishing and editor of
Poynter Online. This article appeared on Poynter
Online on June 21, 2004.
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Raising the standards for using
anonymous sources — the Newsweek case

IDEALLY, NEWS ORGANIZATIONS ADDRESS ETHICS ISSUES
BEFORE TIHEY BECOME PROBLEMS. Editors tighten stan-
dards before reporting in perilous territory. They review
practices prior to going into an ethical mine field. And
they make sure the quality control system has worked
well before publishing a lightning-rod story.

All of that is imperative for a story in which a confi-
dential source makes strong allegations about a volatile
issue.

In its May 9, 2005 issue, Newsweek published a short
article in the Periscope section of the magazine alleging
investigators had discovered that interrogators at
Guantanamo Bay had flushed a Quran down a toilet in
an attempt to rattle detainees. The key source was confi-
dential. The article prompted denials from government
officials and sparked furor around the globe. There were
riots in some Islamic countries. Pentagon officials said
the allegations were wrong. In its May 23 issue,
Newsweek retracted the story.

Newsweek magazine learned big lessons the hard way.
The review of standards, the examination of practices
and the adjustments to quality control came after the big
explosion and lots of damage.

In a Letter to Readers, Richard M. Smith, Newsweek’s
editor-in-chief and chairman, “offered a sincere apology”
because “we got an important story wrong.” Smith wrote
that Newsweek would “raise the standards for the use of
anonymous sources throughout the magazine” and put in
place new guidelines on sourcing. The letter follows.

A letter te our readers

In the week since our Periscope item about alleged
abuse of the Quran at Guantanamo Bay became a heat-
ed topic of national conversation, it will come as no sur-
prise to you that we have been engaged in a great deal of
soul-searching and reflection. Since cutting short a trip
to Asia on the weekend we published our account of how
we reported the story, I have had long talks with our
Editor Mark Whitaker, Managing Editor Jon Meacham
and other key staff members, and I wanted to share my
thoughts with you and to affirm — and reaffirm — some
important principles that will guide our newsgathering
in the future.

As most of you know, we have unequivocally retracted
our story. In the light of the Pentagon’s denials and our
source’s changing position on the allegation, the only
responsible course was to say that we no longer stand by
our story.

We have also offered a sincere apology to our readers
and especially to anyone affected by violence that may
have been related to what we published. To the extent
that our story played a role in contributing to such vio-
lence, we are deeply sorry.

Let me assure both our readers and our staffers that
Newsweek remains every bit as committed to honest,
independent and accurate reporting as we always have
been. In this case, however, we got an important story
wrong, and honor requires us to admit our mistake and
redouble our efforts to make sure that nothing like this
ever happens again. )

One of the frustrating aspects of our initial inquiry is
that we seem to have taken so many appropriate steps in
reporting the Guantanamo story. On the basis of what
we know now, I've seen nothing to suggest that our peo-
ple acted unethically or unprofessionally. Veteran
reporter Michael Isikoff relied on a well-placed and his-
torically reliable government source. We sought com-
ment from one military spokesman (he declined) and
provided the entire story to a senior Defense
Department official, whe disputed one assertion (which
we changed) and said nothing about the charge of abus-
ing the Quran. Had he objected to the allegations, I am
confident that we would have at the very least revised
the item, but we mistakenly took the official’s silence for
confirmation.

It now seems clear that we didn't know enough or do
enough before publication, and if our traditional proce-
dures did not prevent the mistake, then it is time to clar-
ify and strengthen a number of our policies.

In the weeks to come we will be reviewing ways to
improve our newsgathering processes overall. But after
consultations with Mark Whitaker and Jon Meacham,
we are taking the following steps now:

We will raise the standards for the use of anonymous
sources throughout the magazine. Historically, unnamed
sources have helped to break or advance stories of great
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national importance, but overuse can lead to distrust
among readers and carelessness among journalists. As
always, the burden of proof should lie with the
reporters and their editors to show why a promise of
anonymity serves the reader. From now on, only the
editor or the managing editor, or other top editors they
specifically appoint, will have the authority to sign off
on the use of an anonymous source.

We will step up our commitment to help the reader
understand the nature of a confidential source’s access
to information and his or her reasons for demanding
anonymity. As they often are now, the name and posi-
tion of such a source will be shared upon request with a
designated top editor. Our goal is to ensure that we
have properly assessed, on a confidential basis, the
source’s credibility and motives before publishing and to
make sure that we characterize the source appropriate-
ly. The cryptic phrase “sources said” will never again be
the sole attribution for a story in Newsweek.

When information provided by a source wishing to
remain anonymeus is essential to a sensitive story —
alleging misconduct or reflecting a highly contentious
point of view, for example — we pledge a renewed effort
to seek a second independent source or other corrobo-
rating evidence. When the pursuit of the public interest
requires the use of a single confidential source in such a
story, we will attempt to provide the comment and the
context to the subject of the story in advance of publica-
tion for confirmation, denial or correction. Tacit affir-

mation, by anyone, no matter how highly placed or
apparently knowledgeable, will not qualify as a second-
ary source.

These guidelines on sourcing are clearly related to the
Guantanaino story, but this is also a good time to reaf-
firm several larger principles that guide us as well. We
will remain vigilant about making sure that sensitive
issues receive the discussionand reflection they deserve.
While there will always be the impulse to get an exclu-
sive story into the magazine quickly, we will continue to
value accuracy above all else. We are committed to hold-
ing stories for as long as necessary in order to be confi-
dent of the facts. If that puts us at a competitive disad-
vantage on any particular story, so be it. The reward, in
accuracy and public trust, is more than worth the price.
Finally, when we make a mistake — as institutions and
individuals inevitably do — we will confront it, correct it
quickly and learn from the experience.

I have had the privilege of being part of Newsweek’s
proud editorial tradition for nearly 35 years. I can
assure you that the talented and honorable people who
publish Newsweek today are dedicated to making sure
that what appears on every page in the magazine is as
fair and accurate as it can possibly be. Based on what
we know now, we fell short in our story about
Guantanamo Bay. Trust is hard won and easily lost, and
to our readers, we pledge to earn their renewed confi-
dence by producing the best possible magazine each
and every week. ¢
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